The duration of excretion of viable bacilli in elderly patients on treatment for cavitating pulmonary tuberculosis.
To determine the period of excretion of viable tubercle bacilli in cavitating pulmonary tuberculosis in elderly patients while on treatment. 10 consecutive black hospital inpatients over the age of 65 years (6 men, 4 women) with positive acid-fast bacilli smears and Lowenstein-Jenssen culture-proven pulmonary tuberculosis and radiological cavitation had weekly smears and cultures until at least three smears or two cultures were negative. Supervised treatment comprising rifampicin, pyrazinamide, ethambutol and isoniazid. It look an average of 5.7 weeks (range 4-9 weeks) for the cultures and 8.2 weeks (range 4-14 weeks) for the smears to become negative. Patients with cavitating pulmonary tuberculosis continue to excrete viable tubercle bacilli for approximately 6 weeks despite supervised treatment. It is suggested that allowing such patients back into an environment where three are immunocompromised subjects (e.g. elderly people in retirement homes or HIV-positive subjects) is probably hazardous until the patients are culture or smear negative.